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Abstract 

This chapter describes how cooperative learning provides one means of 

making the best of the less than ideal situation that teachers face when facilitating 

learning in large classes. The chapter begins with a description of some of the 

difficulties teachers confront when using group activities with large classes. Next, 

background on cooperative learning is presented, including theory, research, 

principles, differences between cooperative learning and traditional group activities, 

and details of a few cooperative learning techniques.  

The rest of the chapter offers practical solutions to problems and concerns of 

teachers who use cooperative learning in large classes. These include matters such as 

how to form groups, getting students’ attention when they are working in their groups, 

arranging the seating of groups, dealing with the noise level, selecting cooperative 

learning techniques appropriate to large classes, and delegating responsibility to 

students. 

 

 

Using Cooperative Learning in Large Classes 

 

Introduction 

 

Some concerns and questions we hear when we recommend group activities for large 

classes in Southeast Asia. “Our classrooms are too small.” “It will waste a lot of time 

for students to get into groups.” “How can we possibly monitor so many groups?” “A 

class of fifty students is hard enough to control already. Won’t there be chaos if they 

start working in groups?” “Won’t discipline suffer?” “The noise level will be too 

high” “Young children are too self-centered to work in groups” 

Southeast Asia is a very diverse region, with a wide variety of religions, 

languages, and ethnic groups represented, as well as great variance in terms of wealth, 

with per capita incomes ranging from less than US$1000 a year to levels as high as 

those found in the world’s wealthier countries. However, one thing the region does 

have in common is large class sizes. Even in relatively wealthy Singapore, forty 

pupils per class is the norm. Classes of fifty and sixty are common in less well-to-do 

nations.  

How do we respond when teachers express reservations about using group 

activities in their large classes? First, we acknowledge that larger classes make 

teaching more difficult and put a strain on teachers. We express the hope that soon the 

only place in school that large classes will be found is in the history books in the 

section about how school used to be before the situation improved. That said, we go 

on to express our belief that group activities, when organized according to concepts 

and techniques from cooperative learning, help us teachers cope better with large 

classes. 

 



What is cooperative learning? 
Cooperative learning can be defined as concepts and techniques for enhancing 

the value of student-student interaction. Cooperative learning has a long history going 

back at least to the 19th century (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). Indeed, the ideas that 

“two (or more) heads are better than one” and that “many hands make light the work” 

have ancient roots in many of the world’s cultures. In the Philippines, they call it the 

“Bayanihan spirit”. In the Indonesian and Malay languages, it is called “gotong 

rayong.” 

Slavin (1995) notes that a wide range of theories support the use of 

cooperative learning. Theories that underpin cooperative learning are supported by 

research (for reviews, see Johnson, Johnson, & Stanne, 2000; Sharan, 1980; Slavin, 

1995). Indeed, cooperative learning is perhaps the sub-field of education on which the 

most research has been done in many countries across all ages of students. What these 

studies show is that usually, but not always, group activities organized along 

cooperative learning principles lead to gains on an impressive variety of key variables 

in education, starting with gains in achievement as measured by standardized tests and 

other instruments. Other variables on which cooperative learning appears to have a 

positive impact include liking for school and for peers, self-esteem, locus of control 

(i.e., the idea that we have some control of our own fate), relations between different 

ethnic groups, acceptance of mainstreamed pupils, such as students with learning 

disabilities in the same class as other students, and thinking skills.  

 Here are a few examples of such studies. Slavin and Karweit (1984) compared 

the effects of cooperative learning and mastery learning on the mathematics 

achievement of secondary school students and found that those students who studied 

via cooperative learning outperformed those who used mastery learning. Calderon, et 

al. (1997) found that when compared with other instructional methods, cooperative 

learning was generally associated with higher achievement in reading among primary 

school students enrolled in bilingual education programs.  

As noted above, in addition to achievement, cooperative learning has also 

been associated with better results on affective measures. For instance, Johnson and 

Johnson (1981) conducted a study of friendships between handicapped and non-

handicapped primary school students. They reported that when compared with 

individualistic learning experiences, working in cooperative learning groups promoted 

more cross-handicap friendships among students. 

 

What are the major principles of cooperative learning? 

Different approaches to cooperative learning exist, each with a slightly different 

list of principles (Sharan, 1994, in press; Slavin, 1995). Below are eight principles we 

use in our own application of cooperative learning.  

 

1. Positive Interdependence 

This principle lies at the heart of cooperative learning. This is what encourages 

group members to care about and support one another in the learning process. Positive 

interdependence represents the feeling among group members that they “sink or swim 

together,” that what helps one member succeed helps all members succeed, and 

whatever hurts any group member, hurts all (Johnson & Johnson, 1999).  

 

Positive interdependence among group members can be encouraged in many 

ways. A common goal that they need to work together to achieve, such as 

understanding a mathematical procedure, answering a set of questions, preparing to 



do well on a quiz, or writing a letter. Another means of promoting positive 

interdependence is via a common identity, such as a group name or handshake. We 

can also divide resources that group members need to share in order to complete a 

task, such as when each group member has unique information. Additionally, there 

can be a common celebration or reward that groupmates will share if they achieve 

their goal, such as recognition from the teacher, performing of their silent team cheer, 

or bonus points. Further, each group member can play a different role in helping the 

group to function. Some of these rotating roles include timekeeper, encourager (who 

encourages everyone to participate), checker (who checks that everyone has 

understood), noise monitor (who reminds groupmates to use quiet voices), and 

recorder (who takes notes on what the group has discussed and decided). 

 

2. Individual Accountability 

Whereas positive interdependence involves group members supporting one 

another, individual accountability is about the pressure on each group member to 

learn and to help their group mates learn. 

Individual accountability can be encouraged in many ways (Jacobs, Gan, & Ball, 

1997). For instance, each student can take a turn to tell their ideas to one or more 

group mates. Alternatively, one at a time, students can write their ideas on a paper that 

circulates among the group. Another way to foster individual accountability is for 

each group member to take an individual quiz or hand in an individual assignment. 

Yet another way is for a teacher to randomly select a group member to report and 

explain to another group or to the class what their group thought or did. 

 

3. Heterogeneous Grouping 

Most approaches to cooperative learning recommend that students usually, but not 

always, work in heterogeneous groups (Cohen, 1994). An advantage is that students 

learn to work with people who are different than them.  In that way, they are exposed 

to diverse ideas and perspectives from a variety of people. Heterogeneous groups may 

be formed using criteria such as past achievement, ethnicity, gender, first language, 

and personality (for instance, talkative-quiet, hardworking-relaxed). 

 

4. Collaborative Skills 

Rather than assume that students already have the skills needed to work together, 

teachers provide explicit instruction and structured practice in these collaborative 

skills (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). Also, the class discusses the importance of such 

skills. Many collaborative skills play key roles in effective group function. These 

include asking for help, providing reasons, disagreeing politely, checking that others 

understand, using quiet voices, listening attentively, and taking turns. 

 

5. Equal Participation 

A common problem in groups is that some group members end up doing most of 

the work and, as a result, most of the learning. Cooperative learning seeks to address 

this by attempting to structure the interaction in the groups so as to make the 

participation more equal (Kagan, 1994). Cooperative learning seeks to encourage 

equal participation in a number of ways. 

First, in some techniques no one speaks or writes twice until everyone in the 

group has spoken or written once. Another means is for students to have rotating roles 

in the group (for example, first they are the interviewer and then they are the 

interviewee). A third means is for each student to be given a set amount of time to 



share their ideas with one or more group mates. Also, groups do not have a permanent 

representative who always speaks for the group. Instead, everyone gets a chance to 

play that role. 

 

6. Simultaneous Interaction 

This principle provides a central rationale for the use of groups, particularly in 

large classes. In the typical teacher-fronted classroom, the interaction pattern is 

sequential interaction. In other words, one person talks at a time. The classic pattern 

of sequential interaction involves teacher talk, then teacher nomination of individual 

students to talk (often to answer a question by the teacher), student response, and 

teacher evaluation of the student’s response. In this interaction format, each student 

has very little opportunity to talk. This is particularly the case in large classes. 

Group activities radically alter this one-at-a-time scenario, because instead of one 

person per class talking, now one person per group is talking simultaneously, hence 

the term “simultaneous interaction” (Kagan, 1994). Thus, if a class of forty-eight 

students are working in groups of four, twelve students (one in each group of four) are 

talking at the same time. If the class is working in pairs, twenty-four are talking 

simultaneously. The principle of simultaneous interaction is one reason for keeping 

groups small. With eight students per group in our class of forty-eight, only six 

students are talking simultaneously during group activities. 

 

7. Group Autonomy 

For many people – students, administrators, parents, and teachers – teaching 

means the teacher talking. So, what are we teachers supposed to do when our students 

are working in groups? What we should not do is to jump in and take over a group the 

first time students face difficulty. Instead, we should encourage groups to solve their 

own problems. We want to shift some of the power about what happens in the 

classroom and some of the responsibility for learning and behavior away from 

ourselves and give it to students in their groups (Baloche, 1998; Cohen, 1994).  

By encouraging groups to feel more autonomous from their teachers, we are not 

abandoning students. We are not giving them a task to do cooperatively and then 

heading to the school canteen for a glass of mango juice or burying ourselves at our 

desks to catch up on marking. Instead, we are walking around monitoring the groups 

to see how well they understand concepts, how well they perform skills, and how well 

they work together. Sometimes, we intervene to help the groups function more 

effectively, but other times we do not. 

 

8. Cooperation as a Value 

Last, but definitely not least, comes the idea that cooperation represents not only a 

way to learn but also a value to appreciate and to incorporate in all aspects of our lives 

(Forest, 2001; Sapon-Shevin, 1999). This does not mean that competition should be 

banned or that students should never work alone. However, in much of today’s world, 

cooperation is devalued and unappreciated (Kohn, 1992).  

By making cooperation a value, we broaden the concept of cooperation beyond 

what happens in small groups of 2, 3, or 4 students. We extend the concept by 

encouraging students to recognize and act upon the positive interdependence that 

exists between themselves and others throughout the class, throughout the school, 

throughout their community, throughout their country, and around the world, 

including not just humans but other species as well. We can use man ways to promote 



cooperation as a value and enhance the positive interdependence of our actions on the 

lives of all around us. 

For instance, groups can each do an aspect of a class project. Class and school 

goals can be used rather than only group goals. When these goals are achieved, class 

or school celebrations can be held or other rewards can be given. Cooperation can 

extend beyond the school as well. For example, students can be involved in projects 

outside the school to help others and to protect the environment. Along the same lines, 

communication and joint tasks can be carried out with students from different schools 

in the same country and internationally. 

Examination of these eight cooperative learning principles clearly shows the 

difference between cooperative learning and traditional group work.  In traditional 

group work, we ask students to form groups and hope that everything will go well.  

With cooperative learning, we plan, prepare, and follow-up in order to give the group 

activities the best possible opportunity to succeed. Part of this planning and 

preparation involve drawing upon cooperative learning principles, as well as sharing 

ideas with other educators by discussing and examining the literature on cooperative 

learning.  

 

Four Cooperative Learning Techniques 
There are over 100 different cooperative learning techniques that can be used in 

any subject area and with any age of student. What we do is to take a cooperative 

learning technique, add some content, and we have a cooperative learning activity 

(Kagan, 1994). These four techniques have been selected because they are simple to 

use and do not involve students moving from one group to another. The examples 

given along with each technique have been taken from elementary school so that they 

are understandable to all readers of this chapter, but, as stated above, the techniques 

can be used with all ages of learners, including adults.  

 

1. RallyRobin (Kagan, 1994) 

This technique is done in pairs. One person is #1 who gives an idea; the other is #2 

who gives another idea and #1 who gives yet another idea, etc. The teacher calls a 

number and then selects a few students with that number (not every student with that 

number) to share their partner’s idea with the class. 

a. Examples 

 General: #1 answers Question #1 in a textbook exercise, #2 answers Question #2, 

#1 answers Question #3, etc. 

 Mathematics (multiplication): #1 says “1 x 5 = 5,” #2 says “2 x 5 = 10,” #1 says 

“3 x 5 = 15,” etc. 

  Science (plant parts): #2 says “stem” and describes its function; #1 says “roots” 

and describes their function, #2 says “flowers” and describes their function, etc. 

b. A variation is RallyTable (Kagan, 1994) is the same, except that students write 

instead of speaking, passing a piece of paper between them. 

 

2. Review Pairs (Johnson & Johnson, 1991) 

Groups of four begin as two pairs, each working with the same set of problems or 

questions. #1 (the Thinker) in the pair reads aloud the first problem/question and 

thinks aloud as they work on it. #2 (the Coach) listens, watches, and coaches. This 

coaching involves suggestions, encouragement, and questions, but it does not involve 

doing the work for the partner. Partners exchange the roles of Thinker and Coach for 

each subsequent problem/question. After every two problems/questions, the two pairs 



in the foursome get together to discuss their responses and try to reach consensus 

about possible answers. After the discussion, they thank each other for their ideas and 

continue with the next two problems/questions. 

 

Examples 

 Language Arts: The questions that appear after a reading passage can be used. 

 Social Studies: Students can think aloud about hypothetical situations that involve 

changes to the current situation, e.g., How would the place we live be different if 

no one had cars? 

 

3. Question-and-Answer Pairs (Johnson & Johnson, 1991) 

In this technique, each member of a pair writes questions/problems. These questions 

can involve only retrieval of information already covered, or the questions can 

involve higher order thinking. Then, students write answers to their own questions. 

Next, students trade questions, answer each other’s questions (providing support for 

their answers), and then compare answers.  

 

Examples 

 Mathematics: Students write problems that are similar to the ones in their 

textbook. In their answers, they show the steps involved in solving the problems. 

 Science: After finishing a chapter on water in their textbook, students write 

multiple choice and open-ended questions to trade with their partners. 

 

4. Numbered Heads Together (Kagan, 1994) 

In this technique, each member of a group of four has a number, for instance, 1, 2, 3, 

or 4 if students are in a foursome. The teacher asks a question and group members 

literally and figuratively put their heads together to develop an answer to the question 

and reasons to support their answer. Then, the teacher calls a number (1, 2, 3, or 4) at 

random. Students with that number give and explain their group’s answer. 

 

Examples 

 General: Teachers can use the questions in the textbook or workbook. 

 Language Arts: The teacher can give students sentences with grammar errors. 

Students need to find the error, say why it is an error, and redo the sentence in a 

correct form.  

 Science: Students put their heads together to plan an investigation to answer a 

question. 

 

Why Use Cooperative Learning in Large Classes 
Now, let us return to the specific case of cooperative learning in large classes. Is 

cooperative learning more difficult in large classes? Yes, but so is any type of 

teaching. The point, however, is that the problem of large classes makes cooperative 

learning even more necessary than it is in smaller classes. Here are three reasons why 

cooperative learning is particularly useful in large classes. 

First, in a teacher-fronted mode of instruction, the larger the class, the less each 

student gets to speak. As mentioned in the principle of Simultaneous Interaction, 

cooperative learning helps students become more active. The talking that students do 

in groups pushes them to understand better so as to be able to put their understanding 

into words. Second, in large classes, it is difficult for teachers to provide much 



feedback to individual students. In contrast, with cooperative learning, group mates 

are right there to supply feedback. Third, in large classes, students may easily feel lost 

and anonymous. However, with cooperative learning, each person is part of a group 

that cares about whether they are present and how they are doing.  

 

The Details of Using Cooperative Learning in Large Classes 

As mentioned earlier, cooperative learning requires planning, preparation, and 

follow-up. In this part of the chapter, we share detailed ideas for dealing with the 

issues raised in the opening paragraph of this chapter. These ideas come from our 

discussions with teachers in Southeast Asia, our observation of their classes, our own 

teaching, and books on cooperative learning (Jacobs, Power, & Loh, in press). 

 

“Our classrooms are too small” 

With twenty-five students in a normal-sized classroom, arranging the seating for 

cooperative learning poses few difficulties. However, with a lot of students in a 

cramped classroom, careful planning is needed so that the seating works. Here are 

some pointers. 

 

(1) Students should sit close to one another. This facilitates the sharing of 

materials, the use of quiet voices that do not disturb other groups (e.g., 15 cm voices – 

ones that can only be heard 15 cm away), and a feeling among group mates that they 

are, indeed, part of a group. (2) The seating arrangement should allow space for us to 

walk around the room and monitor all the groups. (3) Keeping group size small, four 

or less, makes it easier to arrange the seating. In fact, pairs are probably the easiest 

size to arrange. Big groups make individual accountability and equal participation 

more difficult, because individuals are more likely to avoid responsibility or be left 

out in a large group. (4) A uniform arrangement for all groups is preferred. Each pupil 

has a number in their group, e.g., 1, 2, 3, or 4, with all the number 1s seated in the 

same place in their groups. In this way, students and teachers know who in each group 

has which number. 

 

“It will waste a lot of time for students to get into groups”  

We have seen students take five or more noisy, chaotic minutes to arrange 

themselves into their groups. Here are some things we can do to avoid this. 

Firstly, students should be in the same group for at least five weeks. As noted 

above, these should be heterogeneous groups. When students stay in the same group 

for such a length of time, they immediately know whom they should be sitting with. 

Also, students have time to build a feeling of positive interdependence with their 

group mates.  

Secondly, if possible, students should sit with their group mates all the time and 

desks should be arranged so that students are already sitting in groups whether or not 

they are working as a group. In this way, no moving is necessary. Thirdly, if 

movement is necessary, the class should practice moving quickly and quietly into 

groups. Finally, if chairs or desks, not just students, need to move, tape or other kind 

of marking on the floor can make this easier.  

 

“How can we possibly monitor so many groups?”  

Another disadvantage of large classes is that teachers have more students to 

monitor. As stated previously in regard to the principle of group autonomy, 



cooperative learning reduces this burden a bit because peers, not just teachers, are 

doing the monitoring. Here are some ideas on how we can observe groups. 

After an activity has begun, we can make a quick tour to check that all the groups 

seem to be on track. Later, we can focus on a particular group that experience tells us 

is likely to have more difficulties than most. If that group seems to be doing well, 

probably most other groups are also doing well. On the other hand, we may want to 

spend some time with one of the groups that seems to be doing particularly well. That 

group may be using strategies that we can pass on to the rest of the class. If groups 

call on us for assistance, we can use the TTT policy. TTT means Team Then Teacher. 

In other words, students should first turn to their group mates for help. We teachers 

come into the picture only if the group cannot help. TTT fits with the principle of 

group autonomy. 

 

“A class of fifty students is hard enough to control already. Won’t there be chaos if 

they start working in groups?” 

One of the agreeable things about teaching is that everyday is full of surprises. 

One of the disagreeable things about teaching is that not all those surprises are 

pleasant. Lessons go wrong, even lessons that have worked beautifully in the past. 

With a small class, we can quickly go around to each group and repair the damage. 

This is much more difficult with a large class. Thus, we need to try to give very clear 

directions. Here are a few suggestions for doing that.  

We need to have everyone’s attention before giving directions. One way to do this 

is by an attention signal. A popular attention signal is RSPA. It works like this. The 

teacher claps and raises a hand. Upon hearing and/or seeing this, students Raise their 

hand. When they raise their hand, they Stop talking at the end of the sentence they are 

speaking. Students Pass the signal to groups/classmates who have not heard/seen it. 

Finally, students give their Attention to the teacher or whoever else has given the 

signal. 

Another key to successful lessons in large classes using cooperative learning is for 

students to understand the objectives of the lesson, how a particular task fits into the 

overall plan for the course, and how their work will be evaluated. With this 

understanding the directions will make more sense to students, and they will have a 

clearer purpose for following them. 

Instructions should be written somewhere that students can refer to them, such as 

on an OHT, data projector, or blackboard. We might want to give the instructions step 

by step, rather than all at once. Also, we can demonstrate how to do the activity, with 

students as our group mates, or a group of students can demonstrate. As a further 

check, before students begin the activity, we can ask a member of the class to repeat 

the procedure to the whole class and/or ask a member of each group to repeat it to 

their group mates. Yet another idea is for one student per group to act as a facilitator 

who is responsible for their group working efficiently. At the same time that we try to 

make directions clear, we may also want to be flexible about how the activity is done, 

either by asking students for their suggestions or by letting them change the 

instructions as they go along.  

 

“Won’t discipline suffer?” 

Discipline is an important factor in learning. The potential for discipline problems 

is greater in larger classes. Here are some ideas how cooperative learning can aid, 

rather than impede classroom discipline. 



Because group activities add a social element to learning and provide students 

with a better chance to succeed (thanks to help from peers), students may enjoy class 

more and be more on-task. We also need to exam the tasks we use: they should be do-

able, as frustration can lead to misbehavior; and they should be interesting, as 

boredom can lead to misbehavior.  

Additionally, group activities give students more responsibility for what happens 

in class. Hopefully, they will exercise that responsibility wisely. This responsibility 

sharing can be achieved by involving students in formulating and enforcing class 

policies on how to behave during group activities. Such policies might include 

everyone has a chance to participate, everyone helps others understand, everyone asks 

for help when needed, everyone speaks in quiet voices, everyone follows the 

Attention Signal, “Together is Better,”and  “We > I.” 

 

“The noise level will be too high.”  

One of the great things about group activities is that they give students many 

opportunities to talk as they brainstorm, plan, share ideas, explain, debate, question, 

and summarize. However, in the case of large classes, the more students in the class, 

the more voices there are. The more voices there are, the greater the noise level can 

become. Here are some ideas for achieving a noise level that, as Robert Slavin (1995, 

p. 142) states, “[S]hould sound like a beehive, not a sports event.” 

We can explain to students why the sound level should be kept down. At the same 

time, we can tolerate a somewhat higher sound level in return for having students be 

more active. Additionally, students can learn to use two different voices: a 15-

centimeter or 6 inch voice in their groups (discussed above); and a class-size voice 

when they are speaking to the entire class.  

The way students are seated can also affect the sound level. The smaller the 

groups and the closer together the group members are sitting, the smaller the distance 

their voices need to travel to be heard by their group mates. Further, one group 

member can act as a Noise Monitor. This is another means of sharing responsibility 

with students.  

In addition to an attention signal, such as RSPA, we can have another signal that 

says, "Please continue discussing, but do so more quietly.” Last, but not least, the 

quietest way for students to work together is by writing. Many cooperative learning 

techniques, e.g., RallyTable described earlier in this chapter, involve writing in 

addition to or instead of speaking. This writing can be done on paper or with a 

computer. 

 

“Young children are too self-centered to work in groups.”  

Some teachers express reservations about using group activities with large 

classes of very young children. The characteristics of young children such as self-

centeredness and impulsiveness are seen as factors that make group work difficult. As 

teachers, we should be facilitating children in their development of their self-concept. 

Group work based on the principles of cooperative learning, such as positive 

interdependence, helps us nurture young children’s sense of identity, belonging, and 

acceptance by fostering care and support for one another rather than undue focus on 

the self. Further, the need to collaborate with peers provides a venue for young 

children to practice restraint. 

With young children especially, it is best to start off with pair work, moving to 

work in slightly larger groups when they have improved their collaborative skills. 

Pairs can do such tasks as working on a shared puzzle with each child holding 



different pieces of the puzzle, dressing a doll with each child taking turns, or working 

on a collage with each child making contributions. Such cooperative work teaches 

children to consider another person’s viewpoint while nurturing their own self-

confidence. 

 

Conclusion 
 In this chapter, we began with a brief introduction to cooperative learning. 

Next, we looked at why cooperative learning should be used in large classes and made 

some suggestions for how this can be achieved. We have only skimmed the surface in 

this chapter, as the facilitation of student-student interaction is a huge topic. 

Fortunately, a large body of literature now exists on cooperative learning. The 

reference list below offers an entry point into that literature. 

 Faced with the difficulties that large classes can pose, teachers’ first reaction 

may be to resort to methods of control that utilize our power over students. The 

authors of this chapter have at times succumbed to this temptation. Happily, what we 

have learned about cooperative learning provided us with better ways of dealing with 

large classes. When teaching large classes, we remind ourselves of the cooperative 

learning principle of Cooperation as a Value and imagine the world we are hoping to 

foster from within our classrooms. It is not a world in which people are controlled by 

the more powerful; it is a world in which people collaborate for the welfare of all. 

Toward this goal, we urge you, the readers of our chapter, to try cooperative learning 

in your classes large and small. 
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